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DISCUSSION AND CORRESPONDENCE 

Use Inheritance and Civilization. 

Dr. Kroeber's recent "Inheritance by Magic" ^ calls for a word of 
comment. The article is an eminently clever one (in the non-Anglo- 
Saxon sense of the term) and represents, to my mind, a rather striking 
prima facie argument in defence of historic determinism of which Dr. 
Kroeber has proved to be an eloquent advocate. It seems scarcely 
necessary to voice one's hearty approval of Dr. Kroeber's forcible 
denunciation of the all too frequent confounding of organic with super- 
organic life on the part of the uninitiated and some of the initiated as 
well. Possibly Dr. Kroeber under-estimates the number of those who 
would agree with him. 

Dr. Kroeber's principal thesis, however, I take to be his assertion 
that the belief in the inheritance of acquired characters is a function 
of the confusion between biology and history. He says: "It would then 
appear that belief in acquired heredity is merely a result of the failure 
to distinguish between social and organic processes" {American Anthro- 
pologist, vol. 1 8, p. 38). With this proposition I cannot agree, nor do 
I therefore countenance the author's optimistic prediction that "when 
this point is once grasped, and the distinction between the forces of life 
and the forces of civilization is courageously adhered to, the eyes see a 
new world. There is no longer any problem of acquired heredity nor 
any possibility of a Problem." ' As against this startling proposition I 
want to submit that the problem of the inheritance of acquired characters 
is fundamentally a problem of biology pure and simple. For one so 
little competent in biology as myself it would be futile to express an 
opinion on the merits of the question, either pro or con; I should insist, 
therefore, that my concern is not with the problem of use inheritance 
but with its logical status. 

Dr. Kroeber himself puts the matter in a nutshell when he writes: 
"There is no doubt that if use inheritance existed, we should have a 
much simpler, more natural, and more convincing explanation of evolu- 
tion, in many cases, than human ingenuity has as yet been able to give 

' Pages 19-40, above. 
' The italics are mine. 
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with the principle of natural selection" (ibid., p. 29). And again: "If 
Mendelism rests on anything at all, it rests on the doctrine of the utter 
separateness of what it calls gamete and zygote. This separateness 
may be purely conceptual, but it is the only concept which it has yet 
been possible for anyone to think out that will explain and hold together 
the looming mass of facts heaped up by genetic observation and experi- 
ment" (ibid., p. 27). Quite true! It is a case of one concept against 
another, nor has anyone as yet succeeded in bringing about the crystalli- 
zation of either in a form less intangible. Those who would insist on the 
causal nexus between the case Civilization vs. Biology and use inheri- 
tance, should keep in mind that the problem of the inheritance of acquired 
characters concerns not men a'one, but hogs as well. And, fter all, 
when divested of the obviously absurd association with clearly cultural 
traits, use nheritance is not per se an irrational conception. Herbert 
Spencer's theory of the "circulation of protoplasm," for instance, may 
be wrong, but it is not inherently absurd. Again when Mr. Crawford 
in a recent publication ' dealing with certain finely spun Peruvian fabrics 
says that "the transition from the cone of carded fibre to the completed 
yarn was a continuous process, or series of finely graded movements," 
and seeks explanation for this highly specialized accomplishment in 
"marvelous sensitiveness and dexterity of fingers acquired through 
centuries of application of inherited skill," one shrinks from accepting: 
the hypothesis; but in doing so he would do well to remember that 
while we are profoundly ignorant of any mechanism by means of which 
such a result coir'd be brought about, nothing stands in the way of its; 
representing an adumbration of some fundamental physiological truthi 
but that conceptual separation of the germ cell from the rest of the 
organism which seems to coordinate so nicely some recent facts of 
experimental genetics. As to mechanism, no one denies the basic fact 
of heredity responsible for the continuity of species and physical types, 
but how much do we know of the mechanism of heredity? A few facts 
of the well-known behavior of macro-organisms; a few more facts of the 
less well-known behavior of micro-organisms; and the limit of our knowl- 
edge is reached. 

To repeat then. Dr. Kroeber deserves credit for having once more 
emphasized the deep-rooted disparity between the biological and the 
historical approach, between physical heredity and the cumulative 
processes of civilization; but he errs, in my opinion, in believing that 

' The Cotton of Ancient Peru published by the National Association of Cotton 
Manufacturers, 1916, pp. 8-9. 
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he has also solved the problem of use inheritance by proving its non- 
existence, nay, even the impossibility of its existence. Use inheritance 
neither stands nor falls with its application or non-application to civiliza- 
tion. Its roots rest in biology alone, and on biological evidence alone 
will depend its ultimate bloom or up-rooting. 

A. A. GOLDENWEISER. 

Columbia University, 
New York City 

Heredity Without Magic 

I am in thorough accord with Dr. Goldenweiser's proposition that 
the problem of acquired heredity is ultimately a purely biological one 
to be solved by biological evidence alone. Every and any problem of 
heredity can of course be legitimately grappled with only by biological 
methods. My essay,^ in spite of some prognostications, refers to the 
present, not the future; and deals with the respectively serviceable and 
unprofitable understanding of facts that confront our vision today, not 
with the timeless truth of logical concepts. Personally, I cannot rid 
myself of the conviction, which I have recently expressed, that "it is 
possible that when the missing factor or element of evolution is discovered 
which neither Darwin nor the mutationists have been able to find, this 
factor will prove to be something superficially similar to use inheritance." 
But if there is any truth whatsoever in the basic contention that the 
existing explanations of organic or social phenomena by acquired heredity 
are vitiated by a confounding of organic and social factors, it seems 
incontestable that the new explanation which the future may hold in 
store for us will involve a process that in its essential machinery will be 
fundamentally different from the present explanation, or in a sense even 
diametrically opposed to it. When this new explanation shall be 
formulated, the surviving adherents of the dogma of acquired heredity 
will no doubt consider themselves vindicated; whereas actually, I have 
faith, that dogma will have been relegated one step farther into the 
obscurity of the discarded. 

It has been plain for many years that acquired heredity conflicted 
with the overwhelming mass of biological facts. Its only claim to a hold 
lay in the circumstance that there were certain facts which other 
processes also failed to explain. My essay maintains the proposition 
that this circumstance constitutes Jio valid claim even for tentative 
adherence to the doctrine, because its fundamental bias, which springs 

• On page 39, line 16, for racial read social. 



